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While institutions worldwide mark the Darwin anniversaries this year, his home town 
of Shrewsbury is not stinting on celebration. Nigel Williams reports.
Darwin anniversaries come homeIt was an event one hundred years 
ago: the centenary of Charles Darwin’s 
birth was marked widely, no more so 
than by one of Germany’s most famous 
biologists, Ernst Haeckel. He delivered 
an address at the University of Jena 
celebrating Darwin as one of the last 
events before he retired.
Another century on and many 
institutions worldwide have celebrations 
under way this year to mark 200 years 
since Darwin’s birth and 150 years since 
the first publication of his Origin of 
Species.
But, while scientists and science 
historians are in little doubt about the 
significance and intellectual stature of 
Darwin, there is growing concern that 
his status is much less secure amongst 
the general public. Creationism, whose 
followers reject the fundamentals 
of Darwin’s evolutionary theory, has 
appeared to gain ground, particularly 
in the US. And a survey at the end of last year in the UK found that almost 
one third of teachers would be quite 
happy to teach creationism alongside 
evolution. Such findings raise increasing 
alarm bells amongst researchers.
Steve Jones, professor of genetics at 
University College London, commented: 
“It is my profound hope that teachers 
and everyone else should learn to stop 
treating him as a prophet, or a pariah, 
or a philosopher, or even as a trained 
ecclesiastic who turned to atheism — 
and just take him for what he was, the 
greatest biologist in history.”
Richard Dawkins, at Oxford 
University was equally frustrated by 
these findings. “If teaching creationism 
‘alongside’ evolution means what it 
seems to mean, it is no more defensible 
than teaching the stork theory 
alongside the sex theory of where 
babies come from.”
So, many people are keen to promote 
Darwin’s work within the wider public and, in his home town of Shrewsbury, 
they are doing just that.
Darwin spent the first 27 years of 
his life in the town, so it has long and 
significant links with him, but his fame 
came later, following his voyage on 
HMS Beagle and subsequent life in 
London and finally Down House in Kent, 
where he raised his family and wrote the 
Origin of Species.
But Shrewsbury is determined to 
celebrate its famous son and engage 
the general public with his past and his 
ideas.
Events get under way on February 12, 
Darwin’s birthday, with a reception in 
the town centre at noon and a toast to 
Darwin, followed by a walk around 
the town to visit the newly completed 
waymarks that highlight points of 
Darwinian interest around the  
town.
One key item is the bellstone, a rock 
in the town deposited by glacial action 
during the Ice Age. “This produced a 
deep impression on me, and I meditated 
over this wonderful stone. So that I felt Birthplace: Darwin was born at The Mount in Shrewsbury on February 12, 1809. The house is now used as offices but efforts are under way to 
create a Darwin museum in part of them. (Photo: Shrewsbury and Atcham Borough Council.)
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Sometime in 2006, our household in 
the UK received two letters in the post, 
informing us that appointments had 
been made for us at a local centre 
for our sample donation to the UK 
Biobank. Taken aback by the way our 
participation was taken for granted and 
by the shortage of information on the 
benefits and risks of participating, we 
ended up ignoring the request and have 
never heard from the Biobank again. 
It now turns out that we did provide 
the Biobank project with information 
and became part of its statistics. From 
the pilot phase, of which we were part, 
the organisers learned that only one 
in ten UK residents they approached 
actually turned up to donate their 
samples and medical records. As the 
project aims to collect blood and DNA 
samples and essential health data from 
a total of 500,000 people in the UK, 
this means that they have to approach 
more than five million potential donors.
Large-scale biomedical 
database projects covering 
entire populations have been 
plagued by ethical misgivings  
from the early days of the 
ambitious nationwide projects 
in Estonia and Iceland
The project was rolled out across 
the UK in September 2007 and 
A new planned biomedical databank 
in the US will need to win the 
confidence of potential contributors to 
succeed. Michael Gross reports.
Biobanks looking 
for trustAt school: The statue erected outside Darwin’s school, now a library, in his home town, 
Shrewsbury. (Photo: Shrewsbury and Atcham Borough Council.)by April 2008 had found 100,000 
participants, suggesting that it may 
take around three years to reach that 
target. As of January 20 this year, the 
head count stands at 245,192, just 
short of the halfway mark.
Large-scale biomedical database 
projects covering entire populations 
have been plagued by ethical 
misgivings from the early days of 
the ambitious nationwide projects 
in Estonia and Iceland (Curr. Biol. 
(2001) 11, R1). Recent cases of 
embarrassing data losses from the keenest delight when I first read of 
the actions of icebergs in transporting 
boulders, and I gloried in the progress 
of geology,” wrote Darwin.
In the afternoon a special birthday 
party will featuring a birthday cake with 
200 candles, attended by children who 
share Darwin’s birthday.
Throughout the year, a series of 
lectures and workshops is planned 
with a range of distinguished guests, 
including a performance by the Rambert 
Dance Company. A new sculpture ‘The Quantum Leap’ will also be unveiled 
to represent Darwin’s ground-breaking 
ideas.
In the longer term, the Darwin 
Birthplace Trust has drawn up plans to 
acquire The Mount and transform the 
ground floor rooms, outbuildings and 
courtyard into an interpretation centre. 
This year will see a major fundraising 
effort by the trust to secure the property 
and help further broaden Darwin’s base 
in Britain’s scientific and intellectual 
heritage.
